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  Nathaniel Hawthorne is one of the most outstanding American romanticists in the 
nineteenth century as well as one of the founders of American literature. As for his 
masterpiece, The Scarlet Letter, it is generally regarded as the highest achievement in 
his literary career. The paper aims to illustrate the influences of Puritanism on 
Nathaniel Hawthorne and The Scarlet Letter.  
This thesis mainly consists of five parts. The first part introduces Hawthorne and 
his works. The first chapter focuses on Puritanism and its influences on Hawthorne 
and The Scarlet Letter, and Hawthorne’s conflicts over Puritanism. One of the Puritan 
doctrines is that everybody is born sinful. This awareness of the original sin is 
obviously embodied in the three main characters in The Scarlet Letter: Hester, 
Chillingworth and Dimmesdale. The influences of Puritanism on Hawthorne and The 
Scarlet Letter can also be seen in the biblical archetypes in the novel. Hester 
represents the Biblical archetypes of Eve and the scapegoat; Chillingworth, Satan; and 
Dimmesdale, Adam. However, a further study reveals a lot of conflicts in the three 
characters, revealing Hawthorne’s ambivalence towards Puritanism. On the one hand, 
he is deeply influenced by Puritanism. On the other hand, he disagrees with the 
rigidity of the puritan doctrines and the suppression of humanity. 
The second chapter explores Transcendentalism and its influences on Hawthorne 
and The Scarlet Letter. Hawthorne’s close contact with the transcendentalists might be 
able to explain his conflicts over Puritanism in the novel. He believes that the Puritans 
had lost the ability to gain gaiety, and he accepts the humanistic aspects of 
Transcendentalism which focuses on man’s value and over-soul, self-reliance, and the 
contact with nature which releases human beings of limitations. For Hawthorne, the 
natural world is symbolic of the spiritual world, and nature is not merely matter, but 














many ways consistent with the image of self-reliance advocated by 
Transcendentalism. 
The third chapter consists of a comparison of Puritanism and Transcendentalism 
and their reflection in the dual nature and opposition of the three main characters, 
based on the study of the character images and the plot, and an analysis of the 
perplexity and contradiction of the author. Since Puritanism and Transcendentalism 
are in many ways different from each other, he tries to compromise the two sets of 
values together. On the relationship between God and man, the transcendentalists stick 
to the “innate good” of humans and aim at liberating human beings from the authority 
of God. However, Hawthorne adheres to the Puritan concepts of the original sin and 
believes humans are born sinful. But he believes that man can get close to God and 
communicate with God, but on the basis of penance, repentance and atonement to 
keep the communication going successfully. On the relationship between man and 
nature, The Scarlet Letter embodies some of the basic ideas of Transcendentalism 
believing that nature is full of inspiration and is the origin of human vitality and that it 
is very human, full of sympathy and consolation for human beings like a mother. But 
on the other hand, deeply influenced by Puritanism, Hawthore has a suspicious and 
critical attitude towards Transcendentalism and thus expresses his special views on 
nature, believing that nature is a place of moral wilderness and heathendom, tempting 
man to leave God’s road. And on the relationship between man and man, Hawthorne 
advocates Puritan fellowship of helping and love while believing with 
Transcendentalism in independence of mind and self-reliance. 
The conclusion is a commentary on Hawthorne's Puritan thoughts expressed in the 
novel. With Transcendentalism added to Puritanism, Hawthorne forms a more 
humanistic version of Puritanism in pursuit of sympathy, pleasure and mutual love in 
The Scarlet Letter. 
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    Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) was an outstanding American romanticism 
writer in the Nineteenth Century and enjoyed great prestige in the world. He, together 
with Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson, creates a new world in the 
field of American literature. He was viewed as “the most accomplished American 
storyteller and novelist” (Levin 118).  
He was born to a family with a long Puritan tradition in Salem, Massachusetts. 
His ancestors were notorious for the persecution of the Quakers and for the Salem 
Witchcraft Trial in 1692, which threw a dark shadow over him. When he was 4, his 
father, a sea captain, died. He was brought up by his uncle. After graduation from 
college in 1825, he went back to Salem and lived in his mother’s house and to pursue 
his literary career. His first work, a short romance entitled Fanshawe, was published 
anonymously in 1828. Then in 1837, Twice-Told Tales was published, which included 
some short stories. In 1842 he married Sophia Peabody and they settled in the Old 
Manse in Concord, Massachusetts. Several years later they moved back to Salem, the 
Berkshires. Due to the disagreement with the authorities, he lost the customs post. 
After that, Hawthorne began writing novels.  
Many of Hawthorne’s works are set in New England. His works include novels, 
short stories, and a biography of Franklin Pierce. His major works are The Scarlet 
Letter, Twice-Told Tales, Mosses from an Old Manse which includes such famous 
stories as“Young Goodman Brown”, The Houses of the Seven Gables, The Marble 
Faun and so on.   
His life experience had great influence on his character, as well as on his writing 
career. Obsessed with the Calvinistic concept of the original sin, Hawthorne held the 
view that man is sinful and evil-natured with the sin and evil nature passing on from 















wrong-doers, and how human beings avenge one another. As a result, many of 
Hawthorne’s works reflect his thoughts about human nature, religion, and his 
understanding of crime and punishment. Influenced by the Zeitgeist, his family history, 
and his upbringing, Hawthorne's novel is deeply religious. He was committed to 
exploring the problem of morality and evil, the sin hidden deep in people. He claims 
that evil can be cleansed by good will and confession, the heart to be purified and 
redeemed. Lowell pointed out that “the Puritanism of the past found its unwilling poet 
in Hawthorne, the rarest creative imagination of the century, the rarest in some ideal 
respects since Shakespeare” (Lowell 196).  
However, he harboured conflicted feelings towards his puritan heritage. 
Hawthorne’s great-great-grandfather, Judge Hathorne, presided at the notorious Salem 
Witchcraft Trials and was put under a curse by the husband of one of the convicted 
witches. Having learned about this, Hawthorne added the “w” to his surname, to 
dissociate himself from his ancestors. Hence Hawthorne’s hatred of stern Puritan 
principles and severe punishment, which is apparently presented in his works, 
especially in The Scarlet Letter. 
Hawthorne was also deeply influenced by Humanism, Transcendentalism and 
democratic thoughts. James thought that Hawthorne’s stories were “the only good 
American historical fiction” and he also said, “if any American writer has already won 
the position of a classic, Hawthorne is that writer” (James 45). And Duyckinck spoke 
highly of Hawthorne. He once said, “Of the American writers destined to live, he is 
the most original, the one least indebted to foreign models or literary precedents of 
any kind” (Duyckinck 86).  
The age in which Hawthorne lived happened to coincide with the American 
Renaissance. Originated in the 14th century, the European humanism developed into a 
surge of romanticism in the 19th century, which later traveled with Puritanism to North 
America and contributed to the birth of transcendental philosophy, which had 















This injected new strength for him, so he began to think about the human mind and 
fate, and he realized that although puritan doctrines defended Puritan morality and 
ethnics, they were to some degree against humanity and happiness of life. So he tried 
to seek a new road for humanity in pursuit of a morally ideal society.    
Because of the influence of Humanism and the Transcendentalism, Hawthorne 
resorted to reflecting on Puritanism. He put forward the critique of dissident sects and 
the persecution of the Puritans in early times, the suppression and tramples on 
humanity of puritan doctrines. On the one hand, he absorbed the traditional puritanism. 
On the other hand, with rapid economical development and transition of social values, 
transcendentalism rose and flourished, which brought conflicts into his concepts about 
puritanism. While getting to know and accepting the newly-born ideas, Hawthorne 
showed his doubts and independent mind. As a result, The Scarlet Letter reflects the 
value contradictions between puritanism and transcendentalism.  
Published in 1850, The Scarlet Letter takes the colonial America as the subject 
matter. It is a dramatic story about a young woman, Hester Prynne, whose husband 
Chillingworth is supposed to have been dead on the sea, and she has an adulterous 
affair with the pastor Dimmesdale. She is put into prison because she is pregnant with 
a baby. The day she is led out of the prison to endure her punishment in public, her 
husband appears in the town and sees her standing in public with a scarlet letter “A” 
for adultery on her gown and her infant daughter in her arms. Because Hester refuses 
to divulge the identity of her lover, Chillingworth has his revenge on Dimmesdale 
whom he correctly suspects of having a secret affair with Hester. Dimmesdale suffers 
from mysterious heart troubles when his psychological anguish deepens. Meanwhile, 
Hester’s charitable deeds and quiet humility earns her the respect from the community. 
In the end, Dimmesdale confesses in public and dies after his daughter Pearl kisses 
him. Chillingsworth dies the next year, frustrated in his revenge.  
The Scarlet Letter has stayed in print and in favor because of its rich 















novel. “In fact, the publication of The Scarlet Letter was in the United States a literary 
event of the first importance. The book was the finest piece of imaginative writing yet 
put forth in the country” (James 103). And James even viewed The Scarlet Letter as 
“the author’s masterpiece, and I imagine it will continue to be, for other generations 
than ours his most substantial title to fame” (102). But what really secures its place in 
the history of the literary is its treatment of such universal themes as human nature, 
sin, guilt, and pride from a unique American viewpoint. After the American revolution, 
the United States struggled to be distinguished from Europe culturally, and then 
realized that only with their own artistic traditions would the United States become a 
great nation. And Hawthorne was the one to face this challenge.  
Allen Poe of his contemporaries once said that he was inventive, creative and 
imaginative. As the great novelist of the United States, he noticed the mental and 
emotional expression of human beings, and was good at revealing the characters’ 
inner conflicts. His masterpiece The Scarlet Letter is very thoughtful, imaginative, 
and the writing technique is quite unique, marking a major breakthrough in the 
American novel creation. D. H. Lawrence said “no other book is so deep, so dual, and 
so complete” (Lawrence 111). And Henry James even wrote that “The Scarlet Letter is, 
par excellence, the classic American novel” (James 77), and that he was the one of 
those who founded authentic American Literature and the only classical novelist in 
America. 
The Scarlet Letter, an eternal classic, has been the focus of critical concern for 
many years both in China and abroad. Different critics or readers have various ideas 
and conclusions about the work.      
The study of The Scarlet Letter by the Chinese scholars are diverse, and they 
mainly focus on the social and cultural criticism, psychoanalysis, feminism, 
archetypal criticism, narrative theory, comparative research and other aspects. On the 
one hand, the critics focus on the fate of the heroine, exploring the Puritan values, 















prototypes in The Scarlet Letter in his book named Puritan Prototypes and Image 
Analyses of the Characters in The Scarlet Letter, and Li Yanmei in her The Scarlet 
Letter A is Much Redder: A Discussion of the Heroine’s Moral Personality in the 
Novel The Scarlet Letter reveals the beauty, courage and sincerity of Hester Prynne. 
It's generally agreed that Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter stresses the tie of women to 
family and maternity, and he discusses the females’ living conditions and their way 
out of adversity as well. On the other hand, The Scarlet Letter also draws critics' 
attention because of its symbolism. From the angles of the title, the names of the 
characters and images, scenery, stories and Christian archetypes and so on, the 
interpretations of the symbolic meanings of the work are various. Li Jinling and Zhao 
Fengwu discuss the symbolic meanings of the names in The Scarlet Letter in their 
book, Symbolic Meaning of the Main Characters’ Names in The Scarlet Letter. In 
Symbolism in The Scarlet Letter, Song Xiaoyan mainly described the symbolic 
meanings of jail, rose, characters and the scarlet letter A. Symbolism is generally 
considered to greatly enrich the connotation of the novel, and deepen the themes. In 
The Scarlet Letter, the letter “A” serves to build up the framework of the story. The 
letter “A” appears everywhere, on Hester’s gown, in Pearl’s hands, on Dimmesdale’s 
heart and even in the sky, showing the growth in characters and the community where 
they live. When the letter “A” first appears, it serves as a symbol of sin, of 
“adulteress” and later it turns to a symbol of “alienation”, and finally it becomes a 
symbol of “angel”, “able” and “admirable”. 
Since its publication, comments abroad on The Scarlet Letter have never ceased 
as well. Foreign scholars are mainly concerned about the theme, structure and 
techniques. Newton Arvind evaluated the ideas conveyed in The Scarlet Letter in his 
Hawthorne from the viewpoint of modern psychology, and assessed that sin was the 
core of the novel and the author inherited Puritan morality into his bones. Meanwhile, 
Henry James's Hawthorne is a classic on Hawthorne studies, in which he speaks 















history. The reason why The Scarlet Letter becomes a classic masterpiece of world 
literature partly is that it is imprinted with a strong local flavor of the United States, 
which represents the fact that the history of the United States' attachment to the Great 
Britain in literature has ended and that the United States has started to establish its 
own school of thoughts. Indeed, the novel is “America’s declaration of cultural 
independence, the proof of an emergent distinctively American literary tradition” 
(Kennedy 5).  
    With a close study of the main characters from the perspectives of psychological 
criticism and archetypical criticism, the purpose of this thesis is to find out how 
Puritanism and Transcendentalism influence Hawthorne and how the two coexist in 
The Scarlet Letter so that the novel reveals Hawthorne’s conflicts over Puritanism.  
    The paper is composed of five parts. The introduction is about Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s life and his status in both American and the world literary history, 
reviews and research of the domestic and foreign scholars on The Scarlet Letter and 
the purpose and significance of this paper. The first chapter focuses on Puritanism and 
its influences on Hawthorne and The Scarlet Letter, and Hawthorne’s conflicts over 
Puritanism. The second chapter is about Transcendentalism and its influence on 
Hawthorne and The Scarlet Letter. The third chapter consists of a comparison of 
Puritanism and Transcendentalism and their reflection in the dual nature and 
opposition of the main characters, Hester, Chillingworth and Dimmesdale, from the 
perspectives of character images and the plot, and an analysis of the perplexity and 
contradiction of the author. The conclusion is a commentary on Hawthorne's Puritan 
thoughts expressed in the novel. With Transcendentalism added to Puritanism, 
Hawthorne forms a more humanized Puritanism in pursuit of sympathy, pleasure and 
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Chapter 1  Puritanism in The Scarlet Letter 
1  Puritanism and Its Influences 
    Puritanism is a religious movement that began within the Church of England in 
the late Sixteenth Century. As the Church of England was transformed from the 
Church of Rome and retained much of the ritual of Catholicism, the Puritans viewed 
the Church of England as an impure and corrupted church. Believing that the 
reformation had not been completed and intending to purify the Church of England, 
they endeavored to get rid of every shred of Catholic influences on the Church of 
England. As a result, the Puritans suffered from persecutions in England, so they 
decided to break away from the corrupted institute and find a new land to practice 
their creeds. Some Puritans left England and ultimately settled down in the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony. For the first time the Puritans had the opportunity to 
reconstruct churches and a society that reflected their own understanding of the words 
of God, building a holy commonwealth, a City of God, which could serve as a model 
for the rest of the world． 
    In doctrines, Puritans adhered to the key principles of Calvinism: the absolute 
sovereignty of God and the total depravity of man, which means that through the fall 
of Adam and Eve, man is born sinful; the concept of unconditional election, which 
means only a few are selected for salvation; the concept of limited atonement 
although Christ died for all; irresistible grace: God's grace is freely given, which 
cannot be earned or denied; perseverance of the saints: the chosen would not fall away 
from grace despite their sin. The Puritans held all these ideas in the mainstream of the 
Calvinistic thoughts.    
The Puritans hoped to build an ideal community, a City of God. Since then, the 
new world was believed to be a land on which to build a worthy model for the world 
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